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ABSTRACT 



The Veterans' Employment and Training Service (VETS) 
administers programs and activities designed to help veterans obtain 
employment and training assistance. By establishing one-stop centers for 
employment services, the Workforce Investment Act (WIA) affects how VETS 
serves veterans . VETS has made some progress and improvements with regard to 
its current strategic and performance plans. It has revised its mission 
statement to better focus on the outcomes associated with accomplishing its 
mission. The plans no longer contain much extraneous information found in 
past plans. While VETS has improved the form and content of its plans, VETS 
has not established a consistent set of priorities as to which veterans it 
intends to target for employment assistance. It has not developed sufficient 
strategies to address the major and complex challenges it faces, such as how 
best to incorporate its programs into the workforce development system WIA 
established. VETS appears to be taking a reactive rather than proactive 
approach. While VETS recognizes that the establishment of one-stop centers 
will increase the number of its service delivery points, it has not developed 
any plans to address how it will provide assistance at all centers. The 
quality of some VETS' program management data is questionable, and it is 
unlikely VETS can accurately assess its performance nationally and know 
whether it improves from year to year. (YLB) 



Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made 
from the original document. 



f oto 



United States General Accounting Office 



ce 



GAO 



Testimony 



For Release on Delivery 
Expected at 10:00 a.m. 
Wednesday, Sept. 27, 2000 



<N 



Before the Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations, 
Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, House of Representatives 



VETERANS’ 
EMPLOYMENT AND 
TRAINING SERVICE 



Better Planning Needed to 
Address Future Needs 



Statement of Sigurd R. Nilsen, Associate Director 
Education, Workforce, and Income Security Issues 
Health, Education, and Human Services Division 





□ Minor changes have been made io 
improve reproduction quality. 



U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 
Office of Educational Research and Improvement 
EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION 
/ CENTER (ERIC) 

jo This document has been reproduced as 
' received from the person or organization 



originating it. 



• Points of view or opinions stated in this 
document do not necessarily represent 
official OERI position or policy. 



BEST COPY AVAILABLE 



i 




Accountability * Integrity * Reliability 




V O/T HEHS 00 206 



2 



Veterans’ Employment and Training Service: 
Better Planning Needed to Address Future 
Needs 



Mr. Chairman and Members of the Subcommittee: 

Thank you for inviting me here today to discuss the Veterans’ Employment 
and Training Service (VETS) and its planning activities under the 
Government Performance and Results Act of 1993 (GPRA). 

The Congress has made it clear that alleviating unemployment and 
underemployment among veterans is a national responsibility. Although 
the Department of Veterans Affairs is responsible for most of the nation’s 
services for veterans, the Veterans’ Employment and Training Service 
(VETS) , under the Department of Labor, administers programs and 
activities designed to help veterans obtain employment and training 
assistance. Recently, policymakers have focused increased attention on 
VETS and its programs. For example, in January 1999, the Congressional 
Commission on Servicemembers and Veterans Transition Assistance 
issued a report that raised serious concerns about the performance and 
effectiveness of VETS’ programs. 1 Among the Commission’s 
recommendations was that the Congress establish effective operational 
outcome measures for VETS. The Congress has also been interested in 
addressing the employment needs of the American workforce as a whole, 
including veterans. In 1998, the Congress passed the Workforce 
Investment Act (WIA) to begin unifying a fragmented employment and 
training system — creating a new, comprehensive workforce investment 
system. At its core, WIA focuses on integrating and streamlining services 
by requiring most employment and training services to be provided 
through a single system, called the One-Stop Center System. By 
establishing one-stop centers for employment services, WIA will affect 
how VETS will serve veterans. More recently, legislation was introduced in 
the 106th Congress — H.R. 4765, the 21st Century Veterans Employment 
and Training Act — intended to improve employment and training services 
provided to veterans. 

My comments today will focus on (1) our observations on VETS’ strategic 
plan for fiscal years 2000 through 2005 and its fiscal year 2001 
performance plan, (2) the adequacy of VETS’ plans to address, among 
other things, how it will operate in the one-stop center environment, and 
(3) issues related to the quality of VETS’ performance data. My testimony 
is based on our review of VETS’ most current strategic plan (revised as of 



'The Commission, established under the Veterans' Benefits Improvement Act of 1996, was directed to 
review programs that provide benefits and services to veterans and servicemembers making the 
transition to civilian life and to make recommendations to the Congress for the improvement of such 
programs. Report of the Congressional Commission on Servicemembers and Veterans Transition 
Assistance (Arlington, Va.: Jan. 14, 1999). 
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July 2000) and VETS’ fiscal year 2001 annual performance plan, 
discussions with VETS officials about those plans and its strategic 
planning efforts, our review of VETS’ fiscal year 1999-2004 strategic plan 
and its fiscal year 2000 annual performance plan, 2 and our comprehensive 
1997 report on VETS’ grant programs. 3 

In summary, VETS has made some progress and improvements with 
regard to its current strategic and performance plans. For example, VETS 
has revised its mission statement to better focus on the outcomes 
associated with accomplishing its mission — namely, to minimize 
unemployment and underemployment among veterans. The plans no 
longer contain much of the extraneous information found in past plans. 
However, while VETS has improved the form and, to some degree, the 
content of its plans, VETS is still not adequately describing the direction it 
intends to take. For example, VETS has not established a consistent set of 
priorities in terms of which veterans it intends to target for employment 
assistance. Additionally, VETS has not developed sufficient strategies to 
address the major and complex challenges it faces, such as how best to 
incorporate its programs into the new workforce development system 
established by WIA. In fact, VETS appears to be taking a reactive rather 
than a proactive approach wherein it could help shape how its programs 
will help veterans in the future. For example, while VETS recognizes that 
the establishment of one-stop centers will increase the number of its 
service delivery points, it has not developed any plans to address how it 
will provide assistance at all centers. Finally, the quality of some of VETS’ 
program management data is questionable and, therefore, it is unlikely 
VETS can accurately assess its performance nationally and know whether 
it is improving from year to year. 



Background 



VETS administers national programs intended to ensure that veterans 
receive priority in employment and training opportunities. VETS assists 
veterans, reservists, and National Guard members in securing employment 
and protecting their employment rights and benefits. The key elements of 
VETS’ services include enforcement of veterans’ preference and 
reemployment rights, employment and training assistance, public 
information services, interagency liaison, and training for those who assist 



2 Veterans' Employment and Training Service: Strategic and Performance Plans Lack Vision and Clarity 
(GAO/T-HEHS-99-177, July 29. 1999). 

3 Veterans ’ Employment and Training: Services Provided by Labor Department Programs (GAO/HEHS- 
98-7, Oct. 17, 1997). 
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veterans in finding employment. VETS’ programs are among those federal 
programs whose services must be provided through one-stop centers. 



VETS Programs VETS carries out its responsibilities through a nationwide network that 

includes representation in each of Labor’s 10 regions and staff in each 
state. The VETS staff at the state level monitors the operation of VETS’ 
two primary programs that provide employment and training assistance to 
veterans: the Disabled Veteran’s Outreach Program (DVOP) specialists and 
the Local Veterans’ Employment Representatives (LVER). DVOP and 
LVER staff, whose positions are federally funded, are part of states’ 
employment service systems and provide direct employment services to 
eligible veterans. States’ employment service systems were established by 
the Wagner-Peyser Act of 1933. Under the act, funds are allocated to each 
state to plan and administer a labor exchange program that meets the 
needs of the states’ employers and job seekers. Labor’s Employment and 
Training Administration (ETA) provides general direction, funding, and 
oversight of states’ employment' service systems. The total fiscal year 1999 
appropriation for VETS was about $183 million, including $80 million for 
DVOP specialists and $77 million for LVER staff. These funds paid for 
1,413 DVOP positions and 1,309 LVER positions. The appropriation also 
included about $24 million for administrative costs and $2 million for the 
National Veterans’ Training Institute, which trains DVOP and LVER staff, 
among others. 

LVERs were first authorized under the original GI bill (the Servicemen’s 
Readjustment Act of 1944); DVOP specialists were established by 
executive order in 1977 and later authorized by the Veterans’ 

Rehabilitation and Education Amendments of 1980. The duties of DVOP 
and LVER staff for serving veterans, as specified by law, include 

• locating veterans; 

• developing jobs for veterans; 

• networking in the community for employment and training programs; 

• providing labor exchange services to veterans, that is, bringing together 
jobseekers and employers with jobs; 

• making referrals to support services; and 

• providing case management. 
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The DVOP and LVER programs give priority to the needs of disabled 
veterans and veterans who served during the Vietnam era (generally 
defined as August 5, 1964, to May 7, 1975). States are expected to give 
priority to veterans over nonveterans for services in their state 
employment service systems. Generally, this means that local employment 
offices are to offer or provide all services to veterans before offering or 
providing those services to nonveterans. To monitor the programs, VETS 
has established, and used for several years, performance standards to 
determine state compliance with requirements to give employment 
services to veterans. These standards of performance evaluate states in 
five service categories: (1) veterans placed in or obtaining employment; 4 
(2) Vietnam-era veterans and special disabled veterans 5 placed in jobs on 
the Federal Contractor Job Listing; 6 (3) veterans counseled; (4) veterans 
placed in training; and (5) veterans who received some reportable service, 
such as job referrals. To ensure priority service to veterans, VETS expects 
levels of performance for services provided to veteran applicants to be 
higher than levels for nonveteran applicants. According to VETS’ 
performance standards, veterans and other eligible persons 7 should be 
served at a rate 15 percent higher than nonveterans, Vietnam-era veterans 
at a rate 20 percent higher, and disabled veterans at a rate 25 percent 
higher; the placement rates for special disabled veterans in jobs listed by 
federal contractors should also be 25 percent higher than the rate for 
nonveterans. Thus, if a state’s placement rate for nonveterans is 10 
percent, the placement rate for veterans should be 11.5, or 15 percent 
higher than the nonveteran placement rate. 



4 Labor defines placed in employment as the hiring of a veteran referred by a state employment office, 
and obtaining employment as securing employment within 90 days of receiving services from the state 
employment offices. 



special disabled veteran is (1) a veteran entitled to compensation (or who, but for the receipt of 
military retired pay, would be entitled to compensation) under laws administered by the Department 
of Veterans Affairs for a disability rated at 30 percent or more, or (2) a person who was discharged or 
released from active duty because of a service-connected disability. 

6 Any contractor or subcontractor with a contract of $25,000 or more with the federal government must 
take affirmative action to hire and promote qualified special disabled veterans, veterans of the 
Vietnam-era, and any other veterans who served on active duty during a war or in a campaign or 
expedition for which a campaign badge has been authorized. Contractors and subcontractors with job 
openings, other than executive or top management jobs, must list themwith the nearest state 
employment office. Qualified Vietnam-era and special disabled veterans receive priority for referral to 
federal contractor job openings listed at those offices. 

7 Certain nonveterans who are dependents of veterans are also eligible for priority service, as provided 
for in 38 U.S.C. 
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In our past reviews of VETS’ programs, we pointed out that using such 
standards means that states with poor levels of service to nonveterans are 
held to lower standards for service to veterans than states with better 
overall performance. In addition, while the first two of the five 
performance standards are 

results-oriented, they do not require information about the quality of job 
placements, such as wages and benefits, or whether jobs are permanent 
(defined by Labor as employment expected to last longer than 150 days). 
The remaining three standards are activity- and volume-driven and provide 
states little incentive to focus services on those veterans who are 
marginally job-ready or are most in need of intensive employability 
development services. 



WIA VETS will be affected by WIA, which streamlines the delivery of workforce 

preparation and employment services. For well over a decade, states and 
localities have engaged in efforts to integrate their employment and 
training programs,, often using a structure called a one-stop center that 
provides access to many employment- related services in a single location. 
Under WIA, states and localities are now required to use one-stop centers 
to provide most federally funded employment and training services. About 
17 categories of programs, funded through four separate federal agencies, 
are required to provide services through the one-stop center system. VETS’ 
programs, as well as the states’ employment services programs funded 
under the Wagner-Peyser Act, are among those programs that must 
provide services through one-stop centers. 

While WIA requires some program elements, many program policies are 
left to states and localities to decide. For example, states and localities can 
decide whether to provide services on site, through electronic linkages 
with partner agencies, or by referral. Because of this flexibility, VETS’ 
current service delivery methods will be affected. For example, in 
establishing these one-stop centers, some states are adopting universal 
service delivery approaches that involve assigning a single staff member to 
provide services offered under multiple programs to one-stop center 
customers. However, because DVOP and LVER staff can provide 
assistance only to veterans, and because their roles in one-stop centers 
were not specifically addressed in WIA, it is unclear how they will function 
with regard to new one-stop centers. 
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anaging or esu S Over the past several years, the Congress has taken steps to fundamentally 

change the way federal agencies go about their work, through such means 
as WIA and by passing other legislation intended to make agencies 
accountable for their performance, such as GPRA. GPRA seeks to improve 
the efficiency, effectiveness, and public accountability of federal agencies 
as well as to improve congressional decision-making. It aims to do so by 
promoting a focus on program results and providing the Congress with 
more objective information on the achievement of statutory goals than 
was previously available. The act outlines a series of steps in which 
agencies are required to identify their goals, measure performance, and 
report on the degree to which those goals were met. Executive branch 
agencies were required to submit the first of their strategic plans to the 
Office of Management and Budget (OMB) and the Congress in September 
1997 and their first annual performance plans in the spring of 1998. Earlier 
this year, agencies submitted their third annual performance plans 
covering fiscal year 2001. Also beginning this year, each agency was 
required to submit a report comparing its performance for the previous 
fiscal year with the goals in its annual performance plan. Although not 
required by GPRA, Labor’s component agencies, such as VETS, have 
prepared strategic and performance plans at the direction of the Secretary 
of Labor. 



VETS Has Improved 
the Format and 
Structure of its 
Strategic and 
Performance Plans 
but Futher 
Improvement Is 
Possible 



VETS’ most recent strategic plan, covering fiscal years 2000 through 2005, 
and its fiscal year 2001 annual performance plan are both improvements 
over its previous plans. Compared to its previous plans, VETS’ revised 
strategic and performance plans include an improved mission statement 
and set of related strategic and annual performance goals that are more 
clearly articulated and better aligned with its mission. However, VETS’ 
plans could still be improved. 



Previous Plans Lacked Last year, we reported to the Committee on the then-current VETS 

Vision and Claritv strategic plan and fiscal year 2000 performance plan. Overall, we observed 

that while those plans addressed many of the technical elements required 
by GPRA, the plans failed to address most of the requirements in a clear, 
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